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AGENDA

Introduction

 Why this matters

Considerations

 What we have to think about and account for

Relationships and reciprocity

 A universal concept

Resources

 Things to know about

Questions and comments from you!



FIRST, SOME EXPECTATIONS

There are NO dumb questions

I will model discussion of difficult subjects; You will hear 

explicit stories and words

It’s ok if that’s uncomfortable.  It’s ok to take a break

Engage if and how you are comfortable

Keep this a supportive and respectful space



NOW, LET’S GET TO KNOW EACH OTHER

My story

Who are you –some questions

 Roles

 Worries

 What or who is your “why”



WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW:

Puberty is hard for everyone

Sometimes it’s the hormones, not the disability

Failure is a part of life

This won’t always work and it won’t always be pretty, but 

it’s worth doing



WHAT ELSE YOU SHOULD KNOW:

Doing this work in schools is scary

Both transparency and discretion are needed

It usually isn’t about sex



CONTEXT: PUBERTY AND AUTISM

Adolescents with autism experience puberty and develop 

sexual urges and interest exactly like their peers (e.g., Girardi, 

et al., 2021;Koller, 2000)



CONTEXT: PUBERTY AND AUTISM

Increased interest in and seeking of peer friendships with co-

morbid negative mental health outcomes due to failures (e.g., 

Barnard-Brak, et al,  2010; Browning, et al, 2009; Farrugia & 

Hudson, 2006; Kim & Lecavalier, 2021; Stewart, et al, 2006; White 

& Robertson–Ney, 2009) 

Majority express desire for intimate relationships such as 

dating, marriage, & family (e.g., Baczewski & Kasari, 2021; 

Carrington et al., 2003; Daniel, et al., 2010)



Increased desire for friends + poor social skills = Increased risk 

for bullying and exploitation (e.g., Brown-Lavoie, et al., 2014; 

Furey, 1994; Holfeld, et al., 2019; Mandell, et al., 2005) 

Desire for intimacy + Failure to distinguish social/non-verbal 

cues = Increased risk of negative social and legal consequences 

(e.g., Collins, et al., 2022; King & Murphy, 2014)



CONTEXT: CRIMINAL JUSTICE

Lack of knowledge = increased risk of abuse, exploitation, and 

potential criminal behavior (e.g., Collins, et al., 2022; King & 

Murphy, 2014)

Inappropriate sexual behavior in public can have crippling 

social and legal consequences (e.g., Collins, et al., 2022; Sevlever, 

et al., 2013)



ASD & CRIMINAL JUSTICE

Individuals with ASD are 4-7 times more likely to encounter 

law enforcement than general public (Cooper, et al, 2022; OAR, 

2014; Shea, et al., 2021)



ASD & CRIMINAL JUSTICE

Up to 30% of interactions lead to restraint or arrest  

 (Cooper, et al., 2022; Salerno & Schuler, 2019)

Jailed at higher rates than peers for similar    

 offences (Cooper, et al., 2022)

Being the perpetrator or victim of abuse second most  

 common reason for encounters (Gardner, 2022)



ASD & CRIMINAL JUSTICE

Individuals with ASD are at higher risk: 

 Sexual abuse (Latvala, et al., 2022; Pfeffer, 2016; Sevlever, 

 et al., 2013; Weiss & Fardella, 2018)

 Experiencing bullying, assault, theft (Dodds, 2022;  

  Gibbs, et al., 2022; Pfeffer, 2016)

Overwhelming majority of adults with ASD experience 

interpersonal violence from someone they know (Gibbs & 

Pellicano, 2023)



ASD & CRIMINAL JUSTICE

Individuals with ASD are at higher risk for: 

 Committing a sexual offence (Sevlever, et al., 2013;  

 Sperry, et al., 2021; Weiss & Fardella, 2018)

 Significant trauma in childhood (Dodds, 2022)



ASD & CRIMINAL JUSTICE

This risk is higher if co-morbid conditions are present 

(Cooper, et al., 2022;  Leydier, 2022; Miller, et al., 2022)

Rate of co-morbid mental health conditions is estimated to be 

as high as 70% (Chapman, 2019; Hossain, et al., 2020; Lugo-

Marin, et al., 2019) 



SEXUALITY

It is vital that individuals with disabilities learn about healthy 

and appropriate sexual behavior: 

Have right to full life experience, including intimacy (e.g., 

Benevides, et al., 2020; Koller, 2000)

They will be interested and try to learn anyway (e.g., 

Carrington et al., 2003; Nettelbeck & Wilson, 2002; Teti, et al., 

2019)



FROM CONTEXT TO CONSIDERATIONS

So, what do professionals need to know:

 

 There is best practice

 There are active communities



THE GOOD NEWS!

A number of interventions used to develop social, relationship, 

and sexuality skills, including:

Video modeling

Script fading

Peer mediated strategies

Teaching Interactions

Social stories

All have successfully taught these skills



MORE GOOD NEWS!

If you can teach a child to brush their teeth or play a board 

game, you can teach hygiene and sexuality skills

That said, just as with other specialties, there are resources 

and communities specific to this area 

There is help out there!



BEST INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES 
(URBANO, ET AL., 2013) 

Parent involvement and participation is critical

Must be taught in highly structured, way using concrete 

examples 

Must be tailored to individual & family values, sexual 

identity, environmental context, and developmental level



SO HOW DO WE INVOLVE PARENTS?

Transparency 

Meet them where they are

Put it in a context they accept

Secure support for targets, interventions, and outcomes

Document it



AREAS TO BE TAUGHT 
(CAUCHI, ET AL., 2023; GERHARDT, ET AL., 2022) 

Public versus private behavior

Good touch versus bad touch 

Proper names of body parts

“Improper” names of body parts

Personal boundaries/personal spaces

Masturbation (“Private Touching”)

Avoidance of danger/Abuse prevention

Social skills and relationship building



AREAS TO BE TAUGHT 
(CAUCHI, ET AL., 2023; GERHARDT, ET AL., 2022)

Public versus private behavior

Good touch versus bad touch HOW MANY

Proper names of body parts                                           OF THESE

“Improper” names of body parts                                 ARE ABOUT

Personal boundaries/personal spaces                               SEX?

Masturbation (“Private Touching”)

Avoidance of danger/Abuse prevention

Social skills and relationship building



AREAS TO BE TAUGHT 
(CAUCHI, ET AL., 2023; GERHARDT, ET AL., 2022)

Public versus private behavior

Good touch versus bad touch LET’S PRACTICE

Proper names of body parts                                 HOW WE MIGHT

“Improper” names of body parts                         ADDRESS THESE

Personal boundaries/personal spaces                  IN SCHOOL 

Masturbation (“Private Touching”)                         SETTINGS

Avoidance of danger/Abuse prevention

Social skills and relationship building



AREAS TO BE TAUGHT 
(CAUCHI, ET AL., 2023; GERHARDT, ET AL., 2022)

Public versus private behavior

Good touch versus bad touch LET’S PRACTICE

Proper names of body parts                                 HOW WE MIGHT

“Improper” names of body parts                         ADDRESS THIS

Personal boundaries/personal spaces               IN ELEMENTARY 

Masturbation (“Private Touching”)                       SETTINGS

Avoidance of danger/Abuse prevention

Social skills and relationship building



AREAS TO BE TAUGHT 
(CAUCHI, ET AL., 2023; GERHARDT, ET AL., 2022)

Public versus private behavior

Good touch versus bad touch LET’S PRACTICE

Proper names of body parts                                 HOW WE MIGHT

“Improper” names of body parts                         ADDRESS THIS

Personal boundaries/personal spaces               IN HIGH SCHOOL 

Masturbation (“Private Touching”)                       SETTINGS

Avoidance of danger/Abuse prevention

Social skills and relationship building



AREAS TO BE TAUGHT 
(CAUCHI, ET AL., 2023; GERHARDT, ET AL., 2022)

Public versus private behavior

Good touch versus bad touch LET’S PRACTICE

Proper names of body parts                                 HOW WE MIGHT

“Improper” names of body parts                         ADDRESS THESE

Personal boundaries/personal spaces           IN MIDDLE SCHOOL 

Masturbation (“Private Touching”)                         SETTINGS

Avoidance of danger/Abuse prevention

Social skills and relationship building



BACK TO PARENT INVOLVEMENT:
THE IMPORTANCE OF DISCRETION

Can this be addressed within standard curriculum/discipline 

policy?

Can this be addressed by teaching a “safer” alternative skill 

or coping strategy?

 



A BRIEF BUT IMPORTANT DIVERSION

Relationships are building blocks of adult independence and 

happiness

Quality of life and successful independence closely tied to 

development of relationships

Positive relationships are a powerful protective factor



BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS

It is important to teach how positive, healthy relationships 

form:

 Relationships built on reciprocity 

 

 Ability to recognize reciprocity in others and to offer or 

refuse it yourself are two of the fundamental skills 

required to build, maintain, and end healthy

 relationships



BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS

Goal is to create relationships that involve regular, voluntary, 

balanced exchange of reinforcers between both people

Value of any given relationship is linked to amount of 

reinforcement being exchanged in BOTH directions



TEACHING RECIPROCITY

Several skills to use reciprocity as a relationship tool:

 How to offer reciprocity first

 How to recognize reciprocity in return

 How to evaluate the equality of the exchange

 How to REFUSE reciprocity



TEACHING RECIPROCITY

Prepare them to fail; teach an age-appropriate exit

 Small initial offers are safer 

 Most initiations will evoke no response, and require no 

further action beyond stopping the attempt 

 Identify “limits” for attempts in a specific situation



TEACHING RECIPROCITY

How to REFUSE reciprocity:

 Reciprocity is a CHOICE not an obligation

 Avoid teaching that you “owe” someone in return 

 Avoid turning a choice into a power struggle

 



TEACHING RECIPROCITY

How to REFUSE reciprocity:

 If you do not want to be in a relationship, the clearest signal 

 is to NOT reciprocate

 Importance of NOT saying that out loud –MOST of the time

Also: MUST teach skills to recognize and respond to high-

pressure or exploitative attempts at immediate reciprocity



BRIEF ACTIVITY

Think of a situation in which you’ve seen a student with ASD 

not recognize a reciprocity refusal.  

Break down the initiation, how the refusal was communicated 

(or not) and what happened when the student didn’t respect 

the refusal



SOME COMMON RECIPROCITY ISSUES

Or, what I wish someone had talked to me about when I got 

into teaching social skills…

Some thoughts, some questions to ask yourself, some 

questions to guide students to ask…



RECIPROCAL VS TRANSACTIONAL

They are NOT the same

 One of the most common mistakes we all make

 Examples: 

  The library assistant

  The class aide



WHAT IS HEALTHY?

How do you identify if a relationship is healthy?

 Do both want to be there?

 Are both benefitting? 

 Is there coercion or imbalance?

Examples:

 Lunch buddy

 



NOW BACK TO PUBERTY AND SEXUALITY

There are standards and guidelines



https://siecus.org/resources/the-guidelines/





SOME RESOURCES

A number of free or low-cost resources with curriculum and 

training materials

Include a variety of levels and skills







https://vkc.vumc.org/healthybodies/







•                                                                                                             

https://vkc.vumc.org/assets/files/resources/sexedtoolkit.pdf

https://vkc.vumc.org/assets/files/resources/sexuality.pdf

https://vkc.vumc.org/assets/files/resources/sexedtoolkit.pdf
https://vkc.vumc.org/assets/files/resources/sexuality.pdf


https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&cad=rja&

uact=8&ved=0CDkQw7AJahcKEwiYvqjNyqyBAxUAAAAAHQAAAAAQAg&url=htt

ps%3A%2F%2Fwww.uab.edu%2Fcivitansparks%2Fimages%2FSex_Lifespan_Prt.

_1.pdf&psig=AOvVaw03eD08IlkfiPgr61i55bA2&ust=1694865912083455&opi=8997

8449



http://3rs.org/3rs-curriculum/about-3rs/

http://3rs.org/3rs-curriculum/about-3rs/


AUTISM 

SPEAKS

https://www.autismspeaks.org/tool-kit/atnair-p-puberty-and-adolescence-resource



Online Resource List 

From Respect Ability

https://www.respectability.org/

resources/sexual-education-resources/

https://www.respectability.org/


Resource List 

from Elizabeth Jackson

https://humboldt-

dspace.calstate.edu/bitstream/handle/2148/1931/Jackson_Elizabeth_Sp2014.pdf?sequence=1&sa=U&ve

d=0CEIQFjAJahUKEwj_tfX_ho7JAhWIOj4KHZScDXk&usg=AFQjCNGAkARfsHcamONjdOLD-H84Af9hBQ





QUESTIONS OR 

COMMENTS?

Remaining time for questions and additional discussion of

resources, references, intervention, etc. 
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